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Theory
Theory must permit predictions that are different from those derived from its
predecessor.
(Kuhn 109).
Semioticians define their practice as a general philosophical theory, a field of
study, or something that makes sense only to those who are already familiar with the
field. They generally agree humans live in a world saturated with signs and symbols that
conceal ideologies influencing how people think, act, and live. Semiotics assists human
beings in deriving meaning from the world around them. Such meanings are specific to
cultural contexts, constructed by individuals and in a perpetual state of evolution (Nida
1). Semiotics addresses the key role humans play as meaning-makers and helps them
see through an overwhelming mass of messages. It shows behavior is based upon
arbitrary symbolism, open to distrust from those who prescribe to a different set of
symbols. Semiotics helps members of the species homo sapiens become better
communicators and creators.
This approach began when linguists first investigated the meaning of words in
human speech. It moved from examining human behavior in the fields of anthropology
and psychology, to an enquiry into culture and society in various social sciences.
Semioticians analyze cultural products such as films, literature, and art. Semiotics also
fostered a branch of medicine that interprets symptoms and a popular business
methodology for researching consumer behavior.
W.K.C. Guthrie (1950), the Scottish classicist author of the Greek Philosophers
argued, “philosophers do not think in a void and their results may be described as the
result of temperament x experience x previous philosophies” (19). Guthrie’s thesis is
helpful in contrasting idealists like Plato, who gave primacy to form, and his successor,
Aristotle, a realist who privileged matter. Later philosophers, like Augustine, an idealist,
believed words were external signs expressing what is in the soul (Cary 1). Augustine
believed the study of signs includes other modes of semiosis wherein both “symptoms
and the words of language, mimetic gestures of actors, along with the sounds of military
trumpets and the chirrups of cicadas, all become species” (Nöth 2).
Guthrie’s axiom is helpful in differentiating the contributions of various
semioticians. Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) founded linguistics and
semiology. Saussure thought of language as a self-contained system at a fixed point in
time. He limited his efforts to works or phrases rather than larger levels of discourse. He
made a distinction between langue (language) and parole (speech). Langue refers to
the system of rules and conventions which is independent of, and pre-exists individual
users; parole refers to its use in particular instances. He argued the relationship
between sign and signified is binary. A sign is a two part linguistic unit consisting of the
signifier and the signified. The signifier is something material that can be experienced.
The signified is the mental concept associated with it (See Appendix A). Saussure saw
this relation as being essentially arbitrary, motivated only by social convention (Hodge
and Kress 17).
American pragmatist Carl Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) trained as a chemist and
lectured at John Hopkins University. He replaced Saussure’s term semiology with the
word semiotics to emphasize his expanded view of the discipline to “constitute every
act of meaning” (Hodge 10). Today, both terms are considered synonymous. Peirce

viewed signs as part of a triadic relationship consisting of a sign, an object, and an
interpretant. For example, smoke is a sign of fire (object). Central to the meaning of this
relationship is the interpretation of the sign user. It makes a great deal of difference
whether the smoke is from a forest fire or a polluting factory.
French Semiotician Roland Barthes (1915-1980) is best remembered for his
ability to demonstrate how various codes reproduce ideologies, making them seem
natural, proper, and inevitable. He broadened Saussure’s narrow definition of semiotics
to include images, gestures, and melodic sounds (quoted in What Is Semiotics?, 2021,
p. 1). He contested Saussure’s assertion language was self-contained, contending the
meaning of any cultural text depended on its context and code. He believed the study of
language and speech were integral parts of the social sciences. His technique for
analyzing images used denotation to refer to the literal definition of what the viewer
sees in an image. He employed the word connotation to suggest the cultural
conventions associated with an image. Lastly, he stressed the “punctum” or point
encapsulating the meaning of an image with a period or an exclamation point (Barthes,
Images, p. 17). Barthes work in Elements of Semiology (1964) influenced several
analyses in this paper i.e. garments, food, cars, and furniture (pgs. 25-30). Those who
conduct semiological research might consider Barthes’ warning that their search for
relevance excludes other points of view (Elements, p. 95).
French post-modernists like Michel Foucault (1926-1984) used semiotics to
deconstruct communicational behavior to reveal relationships of power and construct
genealogies of authority and social control. Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) criticized
Saussure’s argument that the written word was inferior to speech. Derrida believed the
written word was at least as natural an extension of language as speech. He insisted
language was not a sign of a sign, but a sign itself. He described the process of
negation by which he arrived at this conclusion, as deconstruction (Post 1).
Peirce influenced the structuralism of Belgian anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss
(1908-1990) who sought to identify the underlying patterns of thought in all forms of
human activity. Lévi-Strauss argued binary oppositions form the basis of underlying
“classificatory systems” within cultures. His analytical method involved defining the
relationships between two or more terms and constructing a table of the possible
permutations between them (Nöth 77).
Criticisms of semiotics are abundant. Italian cultural critic Umberto Eco (19322016) condemned semiotics because of its misuse in product advertising. “Semiotics is
in principle the discipline studying everything which can be used in order to lie” (Eco 1).
Some writers use the term “semiotics” in an effort to be relevant and ‘au currant’. They
mention the term in the title, but do not refer to semiotics or its principles in the body of
the article. British visual semiotician Daniel Chandler noted less skillful practitioners
“can do little more than state the obvious in a pretentious manner” (170). Filmmaker Jon
Montisugu recalled he studied semiotics and “other elitist bullshit” at Brown University
(Stegall 1).
Critics condemn semiotics for analyzing the obvious. Practitioners of this method
praise it for its ability to analyze what appears to be easily discovered or understood,
but in reality, has deeper meanings that are often overlooked. The semiotic principle of
point of view aided masters degree candidate Lauren Gilmore (2021) in his thesis,
"Building a (great) wall: a semiotic analysis of the rhetoric of President Donald J.

Trump." His work sheds new light on the nuances of the codes and signals sent by the
former president to his base. The semiotic approach leads people to new realizations,
things they take for granted, and the construction of meaning. Semiotics helps
researchers differentiate among various types of media. It avoids the privileging of one
mode over another, such as masculine over feminine. Those who cannot find meaning
in such environments are in grave danger of being manipulated. Learning the lessons of
semiotics means “nothing less than survival” (Nichols 8).
The First Half of My Life
Women should seek their own happiness and life goals.
(Zhang, 2017)
US streaming services are now “doubling down on Asia” in search of larger
markets and profits (Toh 1). TV dramas and films produced in China, subtitled in
English, are a staple of American popular culture. The First Half of My Life (2017), tells
the inspirational story of Luo Zijun a housewife-turned career woman.
Elements of a Drama
Aristotle used the term drama to describe poetic compositions acted in front of
audiences in a theater. He believed in a three-act structure: the beginning, middle, and
end. Every drama has a plot or a plan that involves rising action, a climax, falling action,
and a resolution. He categorized dramas as tragedies or comedies according to the
seriousness of the subject matter. TV dramas have time to develop characters and subplots. The First Half of My Life consists of forty-two episodes each lasting forty-four
minutes. Each episode is a story in itself, containing rising and falling action. Most
importantly, they always contain a suspenseful ending or cliffhanger to encourage
viewers to watch the next episode.
Modern micro-sociologist Irving Goffman argued life is a never-ending play in
which people are the actors. They use their surroundings when staging the performance
of their own personae. Goffman used theatrical terms such as the following to form the
context for their performances: background, setting, backdrop, script, costumes, color,
and music.
Background – Cultural and historical elements form a basis for the events
portrayed in various episodes. Many of the issues treated in the drama lie in the
struggle for centralized power and social stability permeating Chinese history.
Confucian tradition cultivated personal virtue, proper relationships, and the Mandate of
Heaven in times of division, chaos, and war between feudal states as a way to restore
unity, peace, and prosperity. The Peoples Republic of China (PRC) remembers its roots
in war and revolution. The ideals of the Chinese Communist Party are opposed to
individual glorification and consider anyone who desires personal enhancement as a
threat to collectivism.
The First Half of My Life features conflicting forces in modern Chinese society.
The angst over individualism and collectivism expressed by the main characters
highlights the negotiations and compromises people make in everyday life. The show
does not resolve these conflicts. Its ambivalence invites viewers from a wide range of
backgrounds to join a robust discussion on materialism, individual freedom, women’s
rights vs. solidarity and security. Cold, hard, gritty reality usually wins out in the drama.
Yet, there is still a glimmer of hope for what could be.

Recently, the National Television and Radio Administration of the Chinese
government issued an eight-point plan stressing the need to put more emphasis on
traditional, revolutionary, and socialist culture (Frater 2). The Government realizes the
yearning of the Chinese people for financial stability, especially those who have felt
poverty in the past. They want to demonstrate the rewards of managed capitalism for
those willing to stay out of politics. They believe unbridled materialism encourages
corruption, undermines the moral fiber of the people, and distracts them from the
socialist core values of their country.
Setting – The social life of China’s 400 million millennials provides the
environment for this TV drama. These 18 to 35 year-olds are taking control of the
world’s second-largest economy. These young adults share many of the outlooks and
tendencies of their peers worldwide, but dramatic changes in China sharpen the
generation gap. Periods of economic and political turmoil, like the era of the Great Leap
Forward and the violence of the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), shaped the older
generation (Lu, Zysk, and Chow 1). Their life experience taught them to value security
and stability. Millennials grew up during the one-child policy. Most are the only child in
their family and therefore had parents and grandparents eager to give them the best of
everything, especially education. The “little emperor” factor is strong in this generation.
They own cars and purchase homes, something their grandparents only dreamed about
(Dudarenk 1).
Chinese millennials are individualistic high-achievers. They are motivated and feel
entitled to success. They know as long as they avoid politics, they can share in the vast new
wealth generated by the new economy. They are well traveled and more aware of the world
than preceding generations. They love to show friends and families their close connection to
the rest of the world by buying foreign brands that demonstrate their unique personal tastes.
The top items on Chinese millennials’ shopping lists are beauty products, food, and
apparel. They are children of the digital age and knowledgeable online shoppers. Despite
charges by their elders that they are shallow, Chinese millennials are much more open to gay
and lesbian lifestyles, the environment, and corporate responsibility (DSL 1).
Backdrop - Shanghai, with the scenic Huangpu River running through it, sets the
stage for this TV drama. China’s largest city has a long history as a trading port open to
the West, but after the economic reforms introduced by Deng Xiaoping in the 1990s, it
emerged as the showpiece of the booming economy of China. It is the third most
competitive and largest financial center in the world, behind New York City and London.
It is known for its own unique dialect, sweet cuisine, and two international fashion
events each year. It has many excellent bistros, bars, and restaurants catering to a
wealthy clientele (Li, J. 1). The characters in the drama never need reservations and
don’t ever wait in line. Their favorite after work gathering place is a beautifully rendered
Japanese restaurant. The oft shown view from the apartment of one of the main
characters features the dark river, contrasted by brightly lit tourist boats, and the lights
of the towering skyscrapers of the financial district beyond. A frequent spot for a stroll
for the show’s characters is the promenade along the river.
The Cast – Zijun is the main character of the drama. She is thirty-three years old,
and married Chen Junsheng after graduating from a university. She devotes her whole
heart to being a good mother and housewife. Her carefree life encounters misfortune

after her eight-year marriage ends in divorce. With the help of her friends, Tang Jing
and He Han, Zijun creates a new life for herself. At first she is shocked, but becomes
stronger as she meets challenges of a working mother. She grows into an independent
woman overcoming trials in her personal and work life.
Zijun’s best female friend is Tang Jing, a very bright successful business
executive. Tang Jing worked hard to achieve her position and is dismissive of
sycophants. According to Chinese cultural writer Connie Pickart (2017), Tang Jing’s
salary as CEO of an elite advertising firm, is about $300,000 (1). She defends her
friends and punishes those disloyal to the company. She pays attention to proper
relationships. When a member of the Board of Directors congratulates her on her
promotion, she bows, offers to shake hands, and then accepts a hug - which is what he
wanted all along. She is also affectionate with her boyfriend and mentor, He Han, but
sometimes fails to penetrate his emotional reserve.
Tang Jing’s boyfriend, He Han, is a former fisherman, who has worked his way
up the corporate ladder. Charming, conceited, handsome, and impeccably dressed, he
is the managing partner of an established advertising consultancy. A typical salary for
one in such a position is one million dollars per year (Pickart 2). He Han is tough,
pragmatic, and ruthlessly devoted to his career and clients. He Han’s philosophy when it
comes to girlfriends is that they “are like good fish, they can only be found by chance,
not search” (Episode 25, 2017). He has mentored Tang Jing and maintained a
relationship with her for ten years. Finally, she accepts his engagement ring. A few
weeks later, He Han unexpectedly calls the engagement off. He announces he is in love
with Zijun. However, Zijun is loyal to her friend and refuses romantic involvement with
He Han.
Women are accessories rather than necessities for the male leads. He Han
wanted a woman he could mold in his own image. Junsheng had a wife, Zijun, who took
care of house and child, but he wanted someone who would comfort him and make his
work life easier. It did not take long for his subordinate, Ling Ling, to use this to her
advantage. Soon Junsheng falls in love with Ling Ling. Junsheng works hard to support
everyone in two families and has the resources to do it. As a project manger his salary
is around $230,000 per year (Pickart 1). The divorce is a strain on his emotions. Many
viewers thought Junsheng brooding, and glum. However, others asked why he should
receive all the opprobrium when He Han used the women around him in a similar
manner. They ask if it is an example of Chinese culture where the “rich and the powerful
are above the law and the rest of us” (Pickart 1).
Ling Ling is a conniving home-wrecker. Underneath her gentle appearance lurks
a manipulative personality. She is quick to rationalize and blame others. Her words
abound with double meaning. Ling Ling is not young, beautiful or rich, not a
stereotypical mistress, especially to Zijun who is clueless. Ling Ling works overtime in
the office with Junsheng. She provides emotional and work support, including a color
tabbed binder outlining his work for the day. Some viewers defend Ling Ling as a
woman who knows what she wants and will do whatever it takes to get it.
Zijun’s mother is a flamboyantly dressed, outspoken, over-the-top character
played by a veteran actress of Chinese film and TV. She is the focal point of every
scene in which she appears. Her insatiable desire for money and penchant for meddling

are surpassed only by her devotion to friends and love of family. Many elderly Chinese
find it hard to criticize her. Their generation seeks financial stability above all else.
The Script – This TV production is based on a book by Hong Kong author Yi
Shu. Her romantic, but sober stories appeal to women between the ages of 15 and 35.
Her characters are stereotypical millennials, who are rich, fashionable, and urbane.
They drive expensive cars, wear luxury-brands, and are independent. The men in her
stories are deeply flawed individuals…fickle, selfish, and superficial. Most of her female
characters are wise, diligent, white-collar workers who “experience a hard time in their
love affairs and find it too difficult to find their Mr. Right” (Selesia 2). Yi Shu’s characters
have a clear view of the relations between lovers, and do not hold impractical dreams of
their future. Marriage and family are not necessarily their primary goals, a fact state
agencies find disturbing.
Most viewers applauded the drama’s realistic portrayal of contemporary urban
life. The producer argues the series is a gift for the modern woman and “women should
not be tied to marriage and men” (Zhang 1). Others condemned the producer’s
ambivalent moral attitude toward marriage and friendship. The show’s message and
values align with China’s ancient values, emphasizing traditional familial solidarity and
individual sacrifice. Yet, the characters demonstrate an irrepressible urge for
materialism and individualism. When Junsheng, usually a dutiful son, decides to end his
marriage, he explains to his parents, “I’ve listened to you since I was a child, but this
time, I’ve made up my [own] mind. I can’t listen to you this time” (Episode 8). In
response, his father slaps him. He Han’s individualistic ethos is even stronger. He
observes his education taught him to restrain himself and consider others. “The only
thing we mustn’t do is confess our own wishes” (Pickart 2).
Costumes – Wardrobe managers dress each character in The First Half of My
Life in exquisite detail. Barthes refers to costume as language and clothes as speech
(Elements 27). The clothing worn by the characters in the drama does not reflect their
own individual tastes (speech) but rather presage what kind of person they are and
identify the millennials (costume). Their garments reflect the prestige of these pampered
individuals and maintain, “face.”
He Han’s lean physique makes him a natural to model men’s haut coture. He
favors bespoke suits with vest, brown hand-made Italian shoes, and Jaeger-LeCoultre
watches. Even though all the characters carry the latest iphones, they do not really
need a watch. However, $5000 watches make a significant fashion statement. Leisure
outfits feature leather, plaid, and the latest au courrant style. In some ways, the male
characters in the show are more fashion conscious than the female characters.
Colors act as signifiers of energy for Zijun’s outfits. She stands out in several
scenes with an assortment of ensembles: a bright yellow top and green skirt, the vivid
tawny orange cowl collar dress, or the boldness of her crimson full-length coat with
matching red high-heels. Tang Jin signals her executive status with impeccably tailored
business blazers in black and grey power colors, and herringbone patterns. At home,
she wears a sophisticated sweatshirt with the picture of a cat draped over her shoulder.
Xue Zhenzhu, Zijun’s mother, favors an eclectic layered look, with ostentatious jewelry,
designer handbags, and yellow floral prints. The dress of the female interns portrayed
on the show reflects their status in the hierarchy of the office. Their outfits are either

blatantly provocative or plain and serviceable, something a young woman just out of
college would wear.
The car system also conveys the fashion language of millennials. BMW is a
sponsor of the drama, so naturally He Han chooses to drive the latest and sportiest
model, whenever and wherever he wants. He never has to worry about a parking space.
One of Zijun’s erstwhile suitors drives a beat-up old Volkswagen. On the other hand,
Zijun depends on rides from others or mass transit to take her son to school and
commute work. One scene in particular showed how the absence of a car limits her
freedom. Emerging from the underground onto a stairway to the street, she catches her
high heels in a grate. She is trapped there, unaided and forlorn, as people rush by her.
Music - The rhythmic jazz soundtrack of this TV drama begins and ends every
episode and underlines its most poignant moments. Kaunas University of Lithuania
semiotics professor, Dario Martinelli (2021), notes the music in a film is as important as
its producer wants it to be (1). The music in this program always compliments the image
in a way that produces a more meaningful and profound result. Jazz trumpeter Knox
Summeour’s song, “How Could This Seem So Real” enhances the emotional impact of
the broken loves and heartaches of the main characters. “When a dream becomes
conscious, how can we know what's true? Should we walk in our blindness, or leave
passion subdued?” (Summeour 1).
Family Relationships
The strength of a nation derives from the integrity of the home.
Confucius
The author of this paper used three modern works on semiotics to examine
hidden meanings of everyday life as portrayed in the Chinese drama The First Half of
My Life: Daniel Chandler’s Semiotics for Beginners (2017), Bob Hodge’s Social
Semiotics for a Complex World (2017), and Hodge and Gunther Kress’ Social Semiotics
(1988). At first, the tools outlined in these works indicated cultural practices that seemed
strange or wrong (Hodge and Kress 45). However, as the characters in the TV drama
made sense of themselves and established their identities, they began to reveal
universal truths. The three main characters form a triangle of relationships. They are:
Zijun, the wife who wants to keep her child, Junsheng, the husband who wants a
divorce, and Ling Ling, the woman who breaks up their marriage.
Balance Theory
Austrian social psychologist Fritz Heider’s common sense theory is of value in
guiding one’s behavior toward other people and predicting what they will do under
certain circumstances. The best way to understand balance theory is to look to the
world of business where large companies seek to increase sales through celebrity
endorsements (Johnson 1). First, imagine a triangle. A person (consumer or focal point)
stands at one apex (P). The other apex (O) stands for another person, a well-known
and admired celebrity. A product stands at the third apex (X). (See Appendix B). If the
consumer has a positive attitude toward the celebrity, and the celebrity likes the product,
then, in an effort to achieve balance, so too the consumer will like the product.
If one sees gold medal Olympian basketball player Kevin Durant on a box of
Wheaties and admires him, that person probably will have a favorable attitude toward
the product he endorses. Heider determined balanced or unbalanced relationships by

multiplying the positive or negative signs. If the consumer adopts a negative view of
Durant for some real or imagined transgression, and Durant still endorses Wheaties, the
equation becomes unbalanced (Khanafiah and Situngkir 3). This means Durant
probably will lose a lucrative endorsement contract.
Ling Ling chose an uncontested divorce, a simple process used in 83% of
divorces in China, because contested divorces often lead to the husband gaining
custody of the child (He 14). Her husband used this issue as a bargaining chip. Ling
Ling gained custody of her son. Her husband was freed of any financial responsibility,
while Ling Ling received no alimony, child support, or even a place to live. After paying
a small fee, filling out the paper work at the Ministry of Civil Affairs, and the issuance of
a new ID booklet, both were free to remarry (Ash 211).
“Three’s a crowd” comes to mind when one glances at Appendix C (Amner 1).
However, the depth of the toxicity of the relationships between forthright Zijun and
scheming Ling Ling becomes obvious after careful analysis using balance theory.
There is a bitter negative relationship between Zijun, Junsheng’s first wife, and Ling
Ling, his calculating paramour. Zijun no longer loves Junsheng, However, she does not
blame him for the affair and maintains communication with him regarding custody of
their son and financial support. She blames Ling Ling for seducing and stealing her
husband. Ling Ling fears as long as Zijun maintains a working relationship with
Junsheng, Zijun will drain financial resources from her and her son. She will do anything
to prevent that from happening.
Elements of a Divorce
Zijun’s divorce follows the steps to healing as outlined by Dr. Kathleen O’Connell,
a mediation specialist and lawyer: acceptance, focusing on the future, taking
responsibility for your own actions, and acting with integrity. She describes the stages of
divorce as: disillusionment, the decision, acting on the decision, growing acceptance,
and new beginnings (O’Connell 1).
Disillusionment – Junsheng works the long hours expected of a project
manager in an elite advertising company. The unwritten custom, especially in
technology firms, is referred to as “996.” Workers are on the job from nine AM to nine
PM, six days a week. Ling Ling and malleable Junsheng work at the same office. She
helps him cope with a demanding workload and offers emotional support. Although he is
married to another, a love affair develops after nights of working together, followed by
dinner and drinks. Junsheng experiences anguish and guilt. Prodded by his new and
insistent lover, he plans a strategy for separation from his wife.
Everyone at the firm knows about the awkward romantic relationship.
Junsheng’s superior gives him an ultimatum: tell Zijun about the affair within a month or
face dismissal. Ling Ling also turns up the pressure. She divorced her husband in return
for custody of her son and receives no financial support. Junsheng must divorce and
marry her, if she is to survive economically.
The Decision - One morning Junsheng tells his wife Zijun, “I’m sorry, let’s
divorce, I like someone else” (Episode 4). Zijun makes tea for Junsheng, and
contemplates the enormity of ending eight years of marriage. She begs her husband for
some type of reconciliation. He confesses he is hopelessly in love with Ling-Ling. Zijun
replies, “In the past, this is the same thing you said to me” (Episode 6). A demoralized
Zijun, asks her friend Tang Jing for help. Tang Jing asks her lover, He Han, to mentor

Zijun. He reluctantly agrees, but observes for an unambitious, boring woman like Zijun,
experiencing pain and suffering might be beneficial (Episode 3). He asks Tang Jing why
Zijun is her friend. She replies because “She is pure of heart” (Episode 3).
Zijun benefits from Guanxi, the Chinese word for connections. She knows her
mentors, first He Han and then Mrs. Wu, will intercede if she has problems in her
workplace. If she quits, they will find her another job based on her experience. The
concept of Guanxi is rooted in the Confucian concept of loyalty and obligation between
family members. Zijun’s mentoring is not a formal program such as often occurs in the
West and China. Neither, is it the informal and illegal exchange of gifts for favors that
borders on bribery, that often occurs between Chinese business associates.
In Zijun’s case, it is a relationship with two established business leaders. They
give advice, offer consideration, and provide guidance. She shows respect and
obedience. This mutual relationship provides an opportunity for rapid advancement, but
also, involves stress in fulfilling her obligations to her mentors. “Accepting favors carries
with it the expectation that these will be reciprocated when there is a need” (Balcikonyte
and Flower 64). For example, He Han turns a mentoring relationship with Tang Jing into
a romantic relationship and tries to do the same with Zijun. Survey research (N=2,181)
by Yang Liu Quin et, al. of Portland State University, showed positive outcomes
associated with mentoring in China. This includes greater career success and job
satisfaction for both the mentor and the protégé. However, this system can increase the
stress of those with mentors compared to those not mentored (123).
Acting on the Decision – O’Connell (1997) notes that before the legal process
begins, the party who has not initiated the divorce, “may feel shock, betrayal, loss of
control, victimization, insecurity, anger, and a desire to get even” (1). Zijun pleads with
Ling Ling, “If I beg you, would you return my husband to me?” (Episode 8). She tells
Junsheng all she wants is a happy family life. Junsheng and his parents visit her and
ask her to look at things from their perspective. Zijun angrily answers him, “You had an
affair, and now you want a divorce, and want to take away my son. Don’t even think
about it” (Episode 9).
Zijun meets with Junsheng’s lawyer who argues she will feel guilty if she keeps
her son and cannot afford all the educational advantages his father can. The lawyer
also pays an associate to surreptitiously observe Zijun’s family and gather evidence that
they are not capable of helping raise a child. He tells Junsheng he intends to attack
Zijun directly expressing his belief she is not ready to endure the hardships of salaried
employment. Junsheng agrees, “I know her well, it takes time for her to change”
(Episode 12).
Deeply depressed, Zijun goes to bed and overdoses on sleeping pills. Tang Jing
asks He Han to check on her, which he reluctantly does. He finds her, takes her to the
hospital, and chides her for such a selfish act. Tang Jing advises Zijun to look to the
future, secure employment, and find a lawyer. She hires a colorful glib divorce lawyer
who favors bomber jackets and fatigues and warns her divorce courts favor the
husband. Zijun’s lawyer counsels her mother, sister, and brother-in-law to behave
harmoniously, which ironically leads to a fiery family argument about who usually
instigates squabbles, a dispute which continues up the steps of the courthouse and into
the courtroom.

Divorce in China – Xin He, a law professor at Hong Kong University, recently
released a study based on field research of the unequal treatment of women in Chinese
divorce courts. A follow up article in the Economist, “Still a Man’s World,” corroborates
his findings, “family courts are places of peril for women” (40). Judges tend to side with
the father in matters of custody, even if his infidelity or drunkenness is the cause of the
divorce. Judges often force women, who initiate 70 percent of the divorces, to make
cash payments to their spouses in order to “buy” their freedom.
The reasons for this bias are manifold. China is an authoritarian state. Its leaders
are worried about the instability divorce brings to their society. The government recently
imposed a 45-day cooling-off-period before a court hears a case with a resulting a 70%
reduction in divorces (Griffiths 1). China is still a patriarchal culture. Judges are well
aware of the problem of spousal abuse but it is often difficult to prove from an
evidentiary standpoint. People in the rural sections of China still believe women deserve
to be beaten (Xin 10). Many fathers consider their children as their property because of
patrilineal beliefs about lineage. The caseloads of judges are monitored for efficiency,
both the number and duration of the cases heard. The average hearing lasts two hours.
A three-judge panel in Family Court hears Zijun’s case, contested because of the
issue of child custody. They deal with people who are emotionally agitated, like her
family, and look for a quick, equitable decision. In the West, where the case is between
individuals whose high powered lawyers game the system by knowing the rules. In
China the case is between which family can best provide for the child. Everything is
subject to bargaining (He 15).
Zijun’s lawyer argues Junsheng’s work records indicate he went on business
trips 205 days and worked overtime on 20 days during the preceding year. The lawyer
observes, carrying on an affair took an additional amount of his time – so how would he
be a better parent? Before her deposition, Zijun’s lawyer tells her, “it all depends on you”
(Episode 10). A resolute Zijun speaks from her heart. “I think you would all agree in
thinking that it is better for a child to live in a less well off household that has a loving
environment than live in a well off household that lacks familial attachment” (Episode
10). She testifies she found a job, works hard, and can provide for her son. She states
she has been the sole person raising him since he was born. Zijun and her party leave
the courtroom. Her lawyer predicts she will win the case. She does, winning custody,
child support, and the apartment, something unheard of in Chinese family court.
Growing Acceptance Junsheng’s parents are active in trying to gain custody of
his son. They continue to buy his affection with gifts after the decision of the court. This
amount of power ceded to grandparents may seem strange for those steeped in modern
Western culture, but in China is perfectly normal. Chinese men retire at the early age 50.
They may have small pensions, but the their economic security derives from the
obligation of the eldest son to provide for them. Junsheng’s parents live with him and
Ling Ling in the same apartment. They play an important role in making family decisions.
Junsheng avoids family conflicts by spending more time at work. His new wife
convinces him the solution is to buy back the spacious apartment awarded Zijun by the
court and find a nearby apartment for his parents. Ling Ling meets with Zijun, who gives
her ten minutes, drives a hard bargain for the apartment, and sends her off with genuine
wishes of happiness.

Zijun gives up the house for a smaller, less desirable apartment, in exchange for
a lump sum plus a monthly stipend. Ling Ling moves in, finds an apartment for the
grandparents, and even insults Zijun by sending moving boxes before the deal is
finalized. The grandparents continue to pressure Zijun asking for more time with their
grandson. At one point she has to physically remove the child from their care. The
grandfather cannot understand the change, “We thought you were a kind-hearted
person, why have you become such a cruel person?” (Episode 15).
New Beginnings - Modes of address structure relationships in explicit and
implicit ways (Chandler 124). Zijun tells the grandparents it is no longer proper for her to
call them mother and father and reverts to uncle and aunt. The grandparents change
their allegiance and tell Ling Ling to call them mother and father. Zijun sees as a
working mother she needs their help in caring for her son. The child’s grandparents,
slowly and grudgingly work out new arrangements with her.
Post-divorce Challenges
As long as you have confidence in your heart, you will never be defeated.
Li Ning, CEO of a leading sports brand in China.
Zijun’s eloquence resulted in an unexpected victory during the divorce court
proceedings. She had a strong support group made up of her mother, Tang Jing and He
Han, but the difficulties she faced, she faced alone. Matt Kremer (2021), a family
practice attorney, listed the problems of newly divorced women: finance, childcare,
children coping with divorce, and dealing with men who wish to exploit the vulnerabilities
of single women (1). The storyline of the drama changes, as well, after the divorce.
Zijun continues as the main character, but now the action centers on Tang Jing, her
best friend, and He Han, who is engaged to Tang Jing.
Unwanted suitors - Divorced women, especially in China, face numerous difficult
challenges. Sexually predatory males view their loneliness and insecurities as an
opportunity for conquest. Zijun finds work at a department store and does well selling
shoes. She knows fashion and looks professional in the department store uniform.
However, Zijun acquires an unexpected admirer. The informal form of address in China
used for co-workers over forty-years-old is “Lao,” meaning “old.” The word is also a
symbol for wisdom. For this reason the Chinese word “Lao” is considered a sign of
respect (Wu 23). An older co-worker, Old Jin, has a huge crush on Zijun. He is
infatuated with her, fixes up her apartment, gives her rides, and plays with her son. He
intercedes with management to find her a better job. However, she is not interested in
him in a romantic way. Tired of matchmaking pressure on the job, she quits. He Han,
her mentor, finds her a better job in market research.
Zijun’s problems with male co-workers continue at her next place of employment.
She performs well at the job and demonstrates an ability to analyze complex data.
However, a dissolute co-worker begins a campaign to intimidate her. He offers her a
ride home and explains he has a wife and child. He simply wants a sexual relationship
with her. Zijun reports his advances and he is suspended for a month. The situation
worsens when his wife shows up at work, makes a scene, and blames Zijun. Junsheng
encounters the person who made sexual advances to his ex-wife and knocks him down.
Zijun is so frustrated with these histrionics that she quits this job and takes one with the
elite advertising firm where He Han, Tang Jing, Junsheng, and Ling Ling work. He Han

thinks everyone will act professionally, but Zijun’s worst fears are confirmed once she
sets foot in the office of her new firm.
Office Space - The open floor plan is similar to the Emperor’s Audience Hall in
the Forbidden City in Beijing. It confirms and reinforces hierarchy by reserving and
delineating space. The boardroom and the office of the Chief Executive are what French
Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) termed the domain of management, i.e.
spacious, well appointed, with bookcases, personal awards, and objects d’art (Hodge
and Kress 69). The CEO’s office has large doors that pivot to provide privacy or open to
provide a panoptic view of the workplace. After Zinjun’s best friend Tang Jing loses her
job, her subordinates walk into her former office and bow to her empty chair.
A large public space lies in front of the Chief Executive Officer’s office. Workers
can move their chairs into this area and watch PowerPoint presentations on a screen
that descends from the ceiling in front of the head administrator’s office. The project
manager’s office sets in one corner of the open space, closest to the ranking executive.
His workspace has glass walls for privacy, a painting, and an outside window. His
secretary’s desk is situated in the opposite corner. Workers access the head of the firm
only after going through one of these individuals. Since Zijun knows the chief executive
personally, she often walks directly into his inner sanctum, a violation of the code that
requires her to go through the project manager or the secretary.
The workers’ desks are arranged in four rows of pods facing each other. Their
computers are separated by a low partition offering a modicum of privacy. Workers are
seated in order of seniority. In the TV drama, Ling Ling is the senior worker. Her
computer station is closest to the project manager’s office. Her second-in-command sits
next to her. Team members can see and talk to each other. The pods create “intimate
space,” acceptable only to close associates (Brown and Hall 1).
Continuing Challenges – Sociologist Irving Goffman closely examined the
social interactions of everyday life, especially exchanges where individuals create
impressions of themselves. His theory of dramaturgy distinguished between the front
and back stages of social life, likening these regions to their theatrical equivalents. The
official stance of the company is visible on the front stage of the office where things go
according to script. Actors prepare for their on-stage roles and relax in the backstage.
Impressions fostered in the front stage are often contradicted (Hodge 16).
Much of the business of building solidarity and reinforcing hierarchy occurs
backstage in informal dinners. These events feature copious drinking of baijiu, a potent
alcoholic drink, “gambei” toasts, and spontaneous speeches. During these social events
the conflict inherent in the office is often explored. These gatherings follow the rules for
more formal banquets. Members sit according to their status. The master of ceremonies
is the second-in-command. Drunkenness is expected and encouraged. At the end of
these meetings, the group often adjourns to a karaoke bar to sing and engage in even
more boisterous pursuits (Lui, 2017, Module 2, Theme 3).
Ling Ling organizes such a team-building event to celebrate Zijun’s first day of
work. Led by Ling Ling’s henchman, the members of the work group get Zijun drunk.
They ask her embarrassing questions. They intimate she got her job because she slept
with He Han. They force her into endless humiliating toasts; including begging Ling Ling
to forgive her for anything she has said or done to hurt her. Zijun passes out. He Han
arrives and takes her home. Zijun shows up to work early the next morning looking well

and hands Ling Ling work she had assigned just before the party. Zijun tells her she
must not have drunk too much if she remembered to complete her work assignment.
In the midst of Zijun’s trials at work, her mother collapses and is hospitalized. The
doctor’s diagnosis is terminal cancer. The entire family crowds into her hospital room to
say goodbye. Even Junsheng arrives and honors her with a full kowtow. Mom
admonishes both daughters to find a good man, and if they can’t find one, then earn
some more money. Her mother asks that the family tell Uncle Cui, her lover, that she
will wait for him in the afterlife. She then dies in a poignant deathbed scene.
Zijun soon avoids non-productive attitudes like self-pity and looks forward to the
future at the urging of her friends. Gaining custody of her son in court and finding a job
strengthen her resolve and self-esteem. Yet, there are still more personal and
professional challenges to overcome. He Han breaks up with Tang Jing on the day she
picks out her bridal gown, ending a ten-year relationship. He announces he has turned
his romantic interests toward Zijun. He Han confesses to Zijun. “I just unknowingly fell in
love with you” (Episode 37). She replies, “It cannot be you. It is against my conscience
and morality” (Episode 37). Tang Jing gives her engagement ring back to He Han. Zijun
tells her “I will not let this break up our friendship. I will sever all communications with
him” (Episode 37). She turns in her resignation letter. Mrs. Wu agrees to mentor her and
Zijun accepts a job in another city. (See appendix D)
At the firm, the board of directors selects Tang Jing to replace He Han as CEO.
Her first official act is to fire Ling Ling. Before she leaves, Ling Ling convinces her
second in command to order an intern to copy sensitive internal information. She
passes it on to Ling Ling who gives it to a rival company, a serious violation of business
ethics. When the board finds out about the leak and the loss of an important contract,
they suspend Tang Jing and order every one left in authority to find the “mouse” (leaker).
Zijun is at the airport with her son, ready to leave for her new job when someone tells
her about this plot to sabotage her friend, Tang Jing. Zijun returns to the firm and starts
questioning the interns.
Ling Ling convinces her husband, Junsheng, to cover up her part in the
conspiracy with the rationale her violation of ethics was her only course of action. Zijun
confronts the pair and the culprit admits her responsibility. She confesses her
involvement in a group email. The board of directors reinstates Tang Jing as head of the
company. He Han returns to his working class origins and takes a job on a fishing boat.
Zijun leaves Shanghai for her new job in Shenzhen. One year later, Zijun, in charge of
renovating a huge warehouse into an upscale mall, walks down to the wharf. She spots
a fisherman on one of the boats. Is it He Han or someone else?
Transformation requires work, and introduces differences (Hodge and Kress 47).
There are two types, paradigmatic and syntagmatic. Zijun experiences a paradigmatic
transformation, a change in her character from dependent to independent, and
housewife to businessperson. This substitution destroys the previously established
paradigm by which she lived her life. In addition, there are elements of a syntagmatic
transformation in her life. Zijun adds, deletes, and transforms relationships. Emotions
like desperation, self-pity, and depression are the hardest to give up. Zijun notes, “For a
child, life is always addition, the more the better. For an adult, what one should do is
subtraction” (Episode 40).

After her attempted suicide, Zijun continues down the path of transformation with
the realization it couldn’t get any worse. Semioticians Robert Hodge and Gunther Kress
describe such a moment as a “concrete event with agents and reasons” and
“constructions of significant combinations of signs that mark movement over time” (35).
For Zijun, subsequent character building events include: the attempt to take her child
away from her, her victory in court, quitting or being fired from several jobs, ritual
humiliation during a office party, but most of all her declaration that her friendship with
her best friend, Tang Jing, is more important than developing a relationship with He
Han.
Zijun’s transformation triggers gradual irreversible life changes in her
relationships with other people. Her ex-husband Junsheng is deep in the midst of a midlife crisis. He justifies his affair with Ling Ling saying, “My dad was always strict with me
from the time I was young. No matter what I do, I must not go against his will. But this
time it is my business and my choice” (Episode 8). Junsheng gains a new wife, a new
son, his parents living next door, and perhaps a new job after he covers up Ling Ling’s
betrayal of the company for which they both work. Ling Ling never changes. She is
always crafty, duplicitous, and manipulative. Zijun, however, continues to change into a
new successful person.
Conclusion
Images demand our attention all the time.
(Sign Salad, 2021)
Everyone is a semiotician, constantly unconsciously interpreting the meanings of
the signs around us. A hexagon shaped red sign means stop. A thumb pointed down
signifies disapproval. Sign Salad, a semiotics and cultural insight agency based in
London advises their client, T-Mobile, on how to understand the commercial
implications of culture upon their brand and its impact upon consumers (Sign Salad
Website). The agency traces the origin of their quest to determine why culture drives
people to unconsciously behave in certain ways and make specific choices.
Perhaps, the most important lesson one learns from a semiotic analysis of the
Chinese drama is that Hong Kong author Yi Shu exposes material and individualistic
values before the eager eyes of the Chinese people, much to the dismay of the
government in The First Half of My Life. Watching a TV program is a way to admire
millennials, consider feminist ideas, and disagree with the government without actually
becoming involved in politics. Heider’s balance theory does an excellent job of digging
deeper into two things. First, divorce has greater emotional impact than any other life
event than death. Second, the relationships of a working single mother become more
and more complex as she tries to accomplish the many things expected of her.
Triangulation offers a new point of view and the realization all three individuals influence
one another. Then there are the random unexpected events: the sick child, the
unwanted suitor, or the long lost acquaintance that cannot fathom the working mother is
no longer the person she was.
Lastly, semiotics points out three Chinese customs, perhaps not so much
strange, but unusual from a Western perspective. First, Chinese divorce courts consider,
not which individual, but which family, is better for raising children. The courts are much
more likely to award custody to fathers because men have the means of providing for

their children’s welfare and education. Second, Chinese informal forms of address in
business emphasize solidarity. Co-workers refer to each other as brother and sister.
They also refer to older workers with titles of respect. They demonstrate the power of
the hierarchy by addressing business associates with their title such as, President,
Director, or Manager. Third, the demand of Chinese companies for extended hours of
work leaves no time for family life.
Apparently, there is enough confusion in the world resulting from things people
mistakenly label obvious or strange. Semiotics cuts through the confusion ensuring
clarity of meaning and intent. Though the simple, triangular semiotic structure provides
an insight into human interaction, this fascinating Chinese series provides an intriguing
example of its fragility when human emotions weaken its stability. Yet the journey is
both riveting and enticing.
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Business Relationships
The inverted triangle emphasizes Zijun’s point of view.

